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39 
Kenneth Foote notes in his seminal book on memorials 
Shadowed Ground that, "Every society in every period has borne 
witness to war, disaster, violence and tragedy."1 The universal 
nature of conflict is, of course, well known, so it is perhaps not 
surprising that, as with many other institutions of society, ar-
chives have been impacted by human violence and destruction. 
Indeed, the birth of the archival profession is often closely asso-
ciated with one of the most important wars in history-the French 
Revolution 0£1789. In the aftermath of the revolution, the new 
French government sought to make the records of the republic 
open to the people of France for the first time, in the process 
creating the first National Archives and establishing modern ar-
chival principles. 2 It is perhaps fitting then, that the modern ar-
1 Kenneth E. Foote, Shadowed Ground: Amen'ca's Landscapes of Violence 
and Tragedy. (Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press, 1997), 6. 
2 See Judith M. Panitch, "Liberty, Equality, Posterity? Some Archival Lessons 
from the Case of the French Revolution," AmericanArchivist(Winter 1996): 
30-47, for histories of French archives before and after the revolution. She 
revisits many assumptions about the French Revolution's effect on archives 
in her article. 
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chival profession should consider its roots in conflict, since war 
and archives have consistently interacted throughout history, 
albeit in many different ways. 
Archives are viewed differently by defending forces, oc-
cupiers, citizens of a country under siege, and those charged with 
rebuilding an area ravaged by an armed conflict. Indeed, the in-
teraction between archives and war is so varied and extensive 
that to try to develop a comprehensive account would be impos-
sible. The nature of the interaction has changed over time. Be-
fore the bureaucratic bulk of the modern nation-state, attacks 
on government archives occurred, but often with different pur-
poses and outcomes than in the past century. For example, when 
Frederick the Great invaded Saxony in 1756, Europe reportedly 
reserved its greatest outrage for his forcing the Queen of Saxony 
to remove her seals from the Dresden archives, an act that, while 
not greatly damaging in a practical sense, was highly offensive 
symbolically.3 Such an attack is representative of the smaller, 
more symbolic damage done to archives in previous centuries. 
The wars of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries have tar-
geted archives on a greater scale, in part because of the mass of 
documentation available to target in the modern age, as well as 
more efficient methods of capture and destruction. Using ex-
amples from various conflicts, this article will examine the in-
teraction between archives and war through four rubrics: pro-
tection, destruction, capture, and use and restitution. 
PROTECTION AND DESTRUCTION 
One of the most basic considerations of archives in war 
is protection-protection of one's records from the enemy being 
the greatest concern. Many efforts have been made through vari-
ous conflicts to protect records from physical harm. Occasion-
ally, concerned citizens rather than public officials have taken 
up the responsibility for preservation, such as during the Span-
ish Civil War of 1936 to 1939 when committees comprised of 
artists, architects, librarians, and archivists took it upon them-
selves to save valuable documents by moving them to safer ar-
eas. More often, however, preservation efforts are undertaken 
officially. On the European front during World War II, for ex-
J Ernst Posner, "Public Records under Military Occupation," American 
Historical Review XLIV (1944): 218. 
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ample, archives were evacuated from areas that were probable 
targets of bombing raids, and placed in country estates, castles 
and salt mines, among other places. Even in the continental 
United States, where Axis attacks did not occur, the National 
Archives undertook detailed evacuation planning. Efforts were 
also made to protect records that could not be removed from the 
probable line of fire. A 1941 National Archives publication actu-
ally provided a chart illustrating the types of bombs that could 
fall on the institution, describing each bomb's terminal velocity, 
penetration (i.e. "good" for a demolition bomb, "poor" for an 
aerial mine), and common targets, presumably so that archivists 
could identify bombs as they fell.4 
Through the years, the threat of war has inspired the 
writing of many sets of guidelines advising archivists which 
records are most valuable and should receive protection. In the 
United States, the National Archives issued guidelines in vari-
ous publications including "Records Essential to Continuity of 
State and Local Government" and "The Care of Records in a 
National Emergency," both published in 1941. These documents 
outlined how archivists should appraise records from federal and 
city-level government to church and business concerns. The 
documents with the greatest need for protection were the most 
crucial records-those describing the populations' citizenship, 
and property information. 5 The more society has come to rely on 
the corpus of vital records, the more valuable the destruction of 
these records has become to those interested in disrupting soci-
ety-at-large. 
While the protection of one's own archives has long been 
a concern in wartime, the protection of archives and records be-
longing to the enemy became a priority in the wars of the twen-
tieth century. In World War I, the Germans first began to con-
cern themselves with protecting monuments and art in occupied 
areas after the destruction of cultural artifacts produced a se-
vere reaction among neutral nations. Indeed, in the early twen-
tieth century, previous acceptance of archival plunder "gave way 
4 
"The Care of Records in a National Emergency," Bulletins of the National 
Archives 3 (1941): 29-30, 34, 45. 
5 Ibid., 12-13. 
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to recognition of the privileged character of a county's scientific, 
artistic and other cultural possessions."6 Expressions to this ef-
fect were included in clauses of the Hague Conventions on the 
Laws and Customs of War in 1899and1907, and attained greater 
significance with the Conventionfor the Protection of Cultural 
Property in the Event of Armed Conflict, ratified at The Hague 
in 1954. According to the convention, during conflict, parties 
should "prohibit, prevent, and, if necessary, put a stop to any 
form of theft, pillage and misappropriation of, and any acts of 
vandalism against, cultural property." After the fighting ends, 
the occupier should continue to support the preservation and 
safeguarding of cultural property.7 
While the destruction of archives outrages many, and con-
ventions indicate that "the protection of archives against mili-
tary combat action, abuse, and plundering [is] one of the respon-
sibilities of occupying forces," not all forces see the value in pro-
tection, and often such protection is not given. In practice, mili-
tary occupation often "gives [the occupier] carte blanche as to 
its government and imposes upon him solely the obligation to 
restore and maintain, so far as possible, public order and public 
life. "8 While such power does not always translate into a respect 
for the heritage of a country, even in the heart of war, efforts are 
sometimes made to preserve archives and cultural property. 
World War II was notable for the recognition of the im-
portance of protecting archives at the highest levels of command. 
President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who had recently estab-
lished the first presidential library, was concerned with Europe's 
cultural heritage and authorized efforts for its protection, through 
efforts such as the appointment of the American Commission 
for the Protection and Salvage of Artistic and Historical Monu-
6 Ibid., 213, 215. 
7 United Nations. Treaty Series. "Convention for the Protection of Cultural 
Property in the Event of Armed Conflict," vol. 249, no. 3511 (1956). While 
103 nations have ratified the treaty, the United States has not. 
8 Posner, "Public Records," 215, 219. 
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ments in War Areas, known as the "Roberts Commission" in 
1943.9 Dwight D. Eisenhower, Commander-in-Chief of the Al-
lied Armies, also appreciated the "necessity of obtaining and of 
keeping unimpaired the records of an occupied territory."10 This 
attention to cultural heritage resulted in the appointment of of-
ficers to the Museum, Fine Arts and Archives (MFA&A) Divi-
sion, a group comprised of British and American service mem-
bers charged with securing art and archives in newly occupied 
areas in Europe. The charge of the MF A&A was to prevent Allied 
troops from damaging monuments and historic buildings, and 
to prevent "looting of public or private collections" by the troops, 
mostly as souvenirs or items to be sent home to their families. 11 
In 1945, the MFA&A troops also tracked down major German 
caches of looted material and works of art that were hidden in 
mines and castles.12 While genuine efforts such as these were 
made to protect cultural heritage, much of the damage had al-
ready been done, and many archival collections became casual-
ties of the war. The UNESCO report Archives Destroyed in the 
Twentieth Century lists thousands of collections damaged or 
destroyed during World War II, 23 a conflict that resulted in "the 
greatest loss and displacement of cultural treasures, books, and 
archives in history."14 The end result of damage or destruction 
9 Ann Rothfeld, "The Holocaust Records Preservation Project, Part 2," 
Prologue, 34:3 (Fall 2002) (online resource) <http://www.archives.gov/ 
publications/prologue/ 2002/ summer/ nazi-looted-art-2.html> (accessed 
August 26, 2005) and Oliver W. Holmes. "The National Archives and the 
Protection of Records in War Areas," TheAmerican ArchivistIX (1946): 110-
127. 
10 Posner, "Public Records," 221. 
11 Rothfeld, "Holocaust Records." 
12 Ibid. 
l3 Hans van der Hoeven, Memory of the World: Lost Memory-Libraries 
and Archives Destroyed in the Twentieth Century (Paris: UNESCO, 1996 ). 
14 Patricia Kennedy Grimsted, "Spoils of War Returned: U.S. Restitution of 
Nazi-Looted Cultural Treasures to the USSR, 1945-1959," Prologue 34:3 
(Fall 2002) (online resource) <http://www.archives.gov/publications/ 
prologue/2002/spring/spoils-of-war-2.html> (accessed August 26, 2005). 
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is, of course, the same, but motivations for attacks on archives in 
war can differ greatly. 
The value of an archive often guarantees its protection, 
but occasionally it is this very same recognition of value that leads 
to its destruction. For example, during World War II, the Dutch 
resistance destroyed the Bureau of Vital Statistics in Amsterdam 
in order to deprive the Nazi's of the use of population registers, 
from which they would identify citizens to deport to concentra-
tion camps.15 
Archival institutions can also become caught in the 
crossfire of warring factions. In 1922, fire fights among newly 
independent Irish forces in the heart of the city of Dublin led to 
the inadvertent destruction of the Public Records Office, result-
ing in the loss of one oflreland's major national archives, which 
dated back to the thirteenth century. The loss of the office proved 
devastating, and has "significantly influenced the writing of Irish 
history of all periods" as well as the development of archival policy 
in Ireland. 16 
More insidious, however, is the destruction of archives 
as part of a systematic effort to obliterate a people. During World 
War II, as part of their agenda of destroying cultural property, 
the Nazis employed at least two looting squads: the Ribbentrop 
Battalion and the Einsatzstab Reichsleiter Rosenberg.17 Particu-
larly in Poland, the squads set about destroying or capturing ar-
chives, manuscripts, and related materials in a concerted effort 
to destroy the cultural identity of groups of people as well as to 
assemble and preserve looted materials "for propaganda and re-
1s Posner, "Public Records," 222. 
16 Philomena Connolly, "The Destruction of the Public Records Office of 
Ireland in 1922: Disaster and Recovery," Archivum XLII (1996): 135. 
'
7 See Martin Dean, "Cultural Looting: The seizure of Archives and Libraries 
by Einsatzsatb Reichsleiter Rosenberg, 1940-1945," United States Holocaust 
Memorial Museum (online resource) <http://www.ushmm.org/oad/ 
histl.htm> (accessed September 12, 2005) and Linda Barnickel "Spoils of 
War: The Fate of European Records During World War II," Archival Issues 
24 (1999): 15; and Rothfeld "The Holocaust Records" for information on 
Einsatzstab Reichsleiter Rosenberg. 
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search purposes" such as the proposed "'Centre for Research on 
the Jewish Question' in Frankfurt."18 
More recently Serbian forces employed similar tactics in 
the Balkan wars of the 1990s, in which they destroyed libraries, 
archives and public record offices as a part of the campaign of 
"ethnic cleansing." The destruction of cultural heritage by Serbian 
forces was far reaching. Librarian Andras Reidelmayer, who sur-
veyed the damage and testified at the war crimes trial of Slobodan 
Milosevic, wrote that in 1999 public records and archives com-
prising almost the entire documentary base for the orderly func-
tioning of government and society in Kosova (Kosovo) were re-
moved on orders from Belgrade. Registries of births, marriages 
and deaths, citizenship, probate and property records, as well as 
judicial and police records were either evacuated to Serbia or 
burned in situ. 19 
Religious holdings were targeted as well. Reidelmayer 
noted that next to governmental archives, the most serious loss 
"in Kosovo was the burning of the [Islamic Community of 
Kosovo's] Central Archive in the center of Prishtina," an institu-
tion holding "the written record of 600 years of Islamic culture 
in the region."20 In addition, approximately one-third of all Is-
lamic houses of worship were destroyed or damaged, along with 
their in-house libraries or archives.21 Academic and public librar-
ies and archives were also targeted, as were private collections. 
The attack on the broad range of legal, cultural, and religious 
materials in Kosovo was a concerted attempt at "historicide" 
designed to go beyond physical elimination of the population, 
by eradicating memory of them as well. In part due to the aware-
ness of the destruction of cultural heritage during the Balkan 
Wars, the War in Iraq has been watched closely. 
18 Dean, "Cultural Looting." 
19 Andras Riedlmayer, "Libraries and archives in Kosova: a postwar report,'' 
Bosnia Report13/14 (1999-2000) (online resource) <http:// 
www.bosnia.org. uk/bosrep / decfeboo /libraries.cfm> (accessed September 
12, 2005). 
20 Riedlmayer, "Libraries and archives." 
21 Ibid., 6. 
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The archival community, and the world, greeted the 
United States' war with Iraq with profound attention and scru-
tiny for many reasons, but in part because "Iraq is universally 
recognized to be especially rich in cultural heritage"22-a heri-
tage that would be put at great risk. Prior to the United States 
invasion, several organizations, including the Society of Ameri-
can Archivists, the American Library Association, and Human 
Rights Watch issued statements calling for the protection of gov-
ernment archives and cultural heritage from destruction and loot-
ing. 23 The statements cited the importance of Iraqi records and 
cultural materials for the country's future. The Society of Ameri-
can Archivists' statement noted that: 
Without records, Iraqi officials cannot be held account-
able. Without records, citizens cannot exercise their 
rights. Without records a stable economic environment 
cannot emerge. And without records, the Iraqi people as 
well as the citizens of the world lose an important part of 
our shared cultural heritage. 2 4 
Despite the attention and calls for protection, Iraq's ar-
chives, libraries, and cultural institutions were largely not pro-
tected, and many were ransacked and looted in the chaos atten-
dant upon the invasion. While officials noted that there simply 
22 International Council on Archives. "Blue Shield (ICES) : Statement on 
Impact of War on Cultural Heritage in Iraq," March 19, 2003. 
23 American Library Association, "Resolution on Libraries and Cultural 
Resources in Iraq," June 25, 2003, (online resource) <http://www.ala.org/ 
ala/ oif/ statementspols/ifresolutions/ iraqi_resolution. pdf > 
(accessed September 12, 2005); Human Rights Watch, "Iraq: Protect 
Government Archives from Looting," April 10, 2003, (online resource) 
<http://www.hrw.org/press/2003/04/iraqo41003.htm> (accessed August 
30, 2005); International Council on Archives, "Statement by the Interna-
tional Committee of the Blue Shield on the Impact of a war on cultural 
heritage in Iraq," March 19, 2003, (online resource) <http://www.ica.org/ 
news.php?pnewsid=54&plangue+eng> (accessed August 30, 2005); Society 
of American Archivists," Statement on Iraqi Archives," April 2003, (online 
resource) <http://www.archivists.org/statements/ 
iraqi_ archives.asp?prnt=y> (accessed August 30, 2005). 
24 The Society of American Archivists. "Statement on Iraqi Archives," April 
2003. 
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was not the manpower to protect all of the archives and cultural 
institutions in Iraq, the comments of some officials pointed to 
intentional neglect. British military officials acknowledged that 
the failure to protect some government archives was a calculated 
"means of showing the population that the [Saddam Hussein's 
Baath] party had lost control."25 The symbolism of the looting 
was also highlighted in a justification by Secretary of Defense 
Donald Rumsfeld: 
[V]ery often the pictures [shown by the media] are pic-
tures of people going into the symbols of the regime-
into the palaces, into the boats, and into the Baath Party 
headquarters, and into the places that have been part of 
that repression. And while no one condones looting, on 
the other hand, one can understand the pent-up feelings 
that may result from decades of repression. 26 
Whatever the reasoning, the failure to protect Iraq's cul-
tural heritage met with international condemnation. The Inter-
national Committee of the Blue Shield met to declare that it 
"deplore[s] and [is] deeply shocked by the extensive damage to, 
and looting of, the cultural heritage of Iraq caused by the recent 
conflict."27 Within the Bush administration, three members of 
the White House Cultural Property Advisory Committee "re-
signed to protest the U.S. failure to protect the [National] mu-
seum from looting."28 Indeed, the looting of the National Mu-
seum has attracted the most attention due to the antiquities that 
25 Human Rights Watch. "Letter on Securing Iraqi Archives," April 9, 2003. 
26 National Desk. "Rumsfeld's Word on Iraq: There is untidiness." New York 
Times, 12 April 2003: B, 5. 
27 Ross Shimmon, "Devastation to Iraqi Cultural Heritage," Archival Outlook 
May/June 2003: 4. 
28 Megan K. Stack and Josh Meyer, '"They Burned the History of This 
Country.' Vandals have ravaged the national library and cultural institutions. 
FBI will help seek stolen items." Los A ngeles Times, 18 April 2003: A, 3 . 
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have been lost, 29 but the destruction reportedly touched all types 
of institutions including art museums, film archives, local popu-
lation registries, and universities.3° 
In order to investigate some of the claims and provide 
assistance, a small team from the Library of Congress visited two 
institutions, the National Library and the House of Manuscripts, 
in Baghdad, Iraq in the fall of 2003. The team found that the 
majority of the National Library's collection was, although in dis-
array, largely unharmed. The Iraqi librarians indicated that the 
main loss at their institution was to the archives, including the 
intentional destruction by fire of archival documents dating from 
1977 to the present, a time period described as the "Republican 
era," as well as "all microfilms of newspapers and archival mate-
rials" in two separate fires on April 10 and 14, 2003.31 The de-
gree of damage was reportedly somewhat lessened by the actions 
of concerned local clergy members who had taken library and 
archival materials to their mosque for safekeeping between the 
two fires. In contrast to the destruction at the National Library, 
the Library of Congress team found that another major reposi-
tory, the national department of manuscripts, also known as the 
House of Manuscripts, avoided looting or damage. Housed in a 
bomb shelter with well-controlled temperature and humidity, 
the manuscripts were already in a better position to survive the 
conflict than the above-ground public building housing the Na-
tional Library. However, the Library of Congress team found that 
the dedicated House of Manuscripts "staff members did every-
thing they could to protect those manuscripts from harm before, 
during and after the war. They enrolled the support of the whole 
•9 Milbry Polk and Angela M.H. Schuster, eds., The Looting of the Iraq 
Museum, Baghdad: The Lost Legacy of Ancient Mesopotamia (New York: 
Harry N. Abrams, 2005). This recently published book details the loss and 
recovery of some materials during the looting, but has not yet been reviewed 
by this author. 
30 Max Rodenbeck, "Bohemia in Baghdad," The New York Review of Books 
50, no. 11 (3 July 2003): 20-22. 
31 Mary-Jane Deeb, Michael Albin, Alan Haley, "The Library of Congress and 
the U.S. Department of State Mission to Baghdad: Report on the National 
Library and the House of Manuscripts, October 27-November 3, 2003," 
(online resource) <http://www.loc.gov/rr/amed/iraqreport/ 
iraqreport.html> (accessed August 30, 2005). 
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neighborhood to provide security twenty-four hours a day and 
were successful in preventing several attempts at looting the cen-
ter ."32 
Despite the ability of the institutions visited by the Li-
brary of Congress team to preserve much of their collections from 
harm, it would seem that the losses to culture and history in Iraq 
are sizeable. While the United States recovered "700 artifacts 
and tens of thousands of ancient manuscripts that had been miss-
ing from the collection of the National Museum in Baghdad" in 
May 2003,33 and recovery efforts are ongoing, cultural property 
is notoriously difficult to recover, as pieces frequently are sold 
illegally on the international market. It is likely that much of the 
materials looted in Iraq may never be recovered. As for recov-
ered archival material, the questionable authenticity of docu-
ments that have been removed from their chain of custody, or 
possibly forged, will limit their usefulness. In addition, valuable 
documents relating to the rule of Saddam Hussein may also have 
been lost, making it difficult to build a case against him and may 
limit understanding of his regime.34 The losses attracted the at-
tention of several international groups including Interpol, which 
convened a "Meeting on Cultural Property Looting in Iraq" in 
May 2003 to discuss efforts to recover lost artifacts. In addition, 
the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organi-
zation (UNESCO) has been involved with rebuilding efforts, hold-
ing forums on cultural heritage and drafting a plan of action for 
32 Ibid. 
33 Philip Shenon, "U.S. Says it Has Recovered Many Artifacts and Manu-
scripts in Iraq," Washington Post, 8 May 2003. 
34 Bruce P. Montgomery writes in "The Iraqi Secret Police Files: A Documen-
tary Record of the Anfal Genocide," Archivaria 52 (Fall 2001): 69-99, that 
during the Gulf War of 1991, documents were recovered in Northern Iraq in 
the aftermath of a Kurdish rebellion. The captured documents "contained 
direct evidence of crimes against humanity and the Anfal genocide that had 
been perpetrated against the Kurds by the Iraqi regime during the late 
198o's." These documents were transferred to the National Archives in 
Washington, D.C. in 2003 and are now housed at the University of Colorado 
at Boulder's Human Rights Initiative. 
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the rehabilitation of libraries and archives in Iraq.3s At the 
Interpol meeting, then-United States Attorney General John 
Ashcroft denounced the looting in strong terms, stating that the 
"looting of Iraq's cultural heritage is a violation of the law. It is 
an affront to the dignity of the Iraqi people. It is an assault on 
the values of civilization-an assault on the values we all share. "36 
Such values are clearly demonstrated by the local community in 
Baghdad which took an active role in the protection of the mate-
rials at the National Library and House of Manuscripts. 
CAPTURE AND u SE 
In addition to the cultural and historical significance of 
cultural materials, administrative records and archives are im-
portant in wartime for the effective running of territories. At 
minimum, occupiers often need access to maps and information 
on the infrastructure of an area in order to provide basic ser-
vices to occupied populations and their own forces. In many in-
stances, occupiers also use the archives and public records of 
their new territories to gather evidence about the population or 
the former regime, what archivist Linda Barnickel calls the "in-
telligence value" in records.37 
Such intelligence information can be used by the occu-
pier to conscript labor or seize assets and is also useful after the 
war to understand and prosecute officials of former regimes. 
Sometimes obtaining such information is a military objective 
unto itself. For example, during World War II, in addition to the 
few trained MF A&A officers who were primarily charged with 
securing and protecting items of cultural significance, Allied 
troops made concerted efforts to confiscate German adminis-
trative archives, launching operations such as "GOLDCUP" in 
JS UNESCO Culture. "Towards Rehabilitation of Libraries and Archives in 
Iraq," (online resource) <http://portal.unesco.org/culture/en/ev.php-
URL_ID=8442&URL_ DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=2oi.html> 
(accessed August 30, 2005). 
36 "The Prepared Remarks of U.S. Attorney General John Ashcroft, Interpol 
Meeting on Cultural Property Looting in Iraq," 6 May 2003, Lyon, France. 
(online resource) <http://www.interpol.int/Public/ICPO/speeches/ 
Ashcroft20030506.asp> (accessed August 30, 2005). 
37 Linda Barnickel, "Spoils of War: The Fate of European Records During 
World War II," Archival Issues 24 (1999): 15. 
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1945, which "specifically search[ed] for ministerial personnel and 
archival records of the Third Reich."38 
In addition to intelligence information, occupiers seize 
items of cultural significance, such as archives and works of art, 
as part of the "spoils of war." In one of the grandest examples of 
such seizure, Napoleon undertook systemic cultural plunder 
during his military campaigns in order to enrich the Bibliotheque 
Nationale and the Louvre to further the "great design of an em-
pire which [he] had planned to survive his personal reign." In-
deed, while Napoleon ruled, 
[t]he most prestigious record accumulations of the con-
tinent, such as the archives of the Holy See in Rome, the 
German Empire archives in Vienna and the Simancas 
archives of the Spanish kingdom, as well as the archives 
of provinces annexed by France (including Piedmont and 
Belgium) were transferred to Paris [and held] in a gigan-
tic archival institution. 39 
This archival dominance of Napoleonic France was short-lived, 
however. Peace treaties required that the looted archives be re-
turned to their owners, and most were by 1817. 
While seized archival material can be used to enrich the 
culture of a nation, as Napoleon desired, archives are often in-
cluded among the cultural items seized by a country as recom-
pense for previous cultural plunder or as "trophies" to be kept to 
compensate for other losses. Perhaps the most extensive plun-
der of this sort was taken by the Soviet Union during World War 
II. In addition to administrative archives, the Soviets seized Ger-
man archival material including manuscripts, early printed 
books, drawings, and ethnographic materials.40 Ironically, many 
38 Patricia Kennedy Grimsted, "Displaced Archives on the Eastern Front: 
Restitution Problems From World War II and its Aftermath," Janus (1996): 
50. 
39 Charles Kecskemeti, "Displaced European Archives: Is it Time for a Post-
war Settlement?" AmericanArchivist5 (1992): 134. 
40 See Patricia Kennedy Grimsted, "Spoils of War Returned: U.S. Restitution 
of Nazi-Looted Cultural Treasures to the USSR, 1945-1959,'' Prologue 34: 3 
(Fall 2002) for a history of the transfer of Soviet property seized by the Nazis 
and then returned to the USSR by the United States. 
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of these "trophies" are never utilized by their new owners. A strik-
ing example is the estimated ten million volumes of books the 
Soviet Union seized. Many of these books have rotted away, since 
"so many of the plundered books were thereafter either neglected, 
destroyed in ideological 'cleansing' campaigns, or hidden from 
public view in classified 'Special Collections' for half a century."41 
It is unclear why the Soviets held on to so much material, even 
when it was reportedly simply rotting away in their care. Cer-
tainly, the expense of transporting and housing seized materials 
can be significant, and after time can lead to a proprietary rela-
tionship, even if the materials are no longer of value. 
In addition to their use as a tool of war, archives and 
records can document and aid the war itself. Ernst Posner, a Prus-
sian archivist who fled Nazi Germany after detainment in a con-
centration camp,42 attributed German military success "in part 
at least, to the utilization of a carefully kept record."43 Indeed, 
detailed German files played a large role in the prosecution of 
German officers at Nuremberg and Adolf Eichmann in Jerusa-
lem.44 
More recently, documentation of crimes against human-
ity has been seen in the records of the Khmer Rouge. As part of 
their rule of Cambodia throughout the 1970s, the Khmer Rouge 
perpetrated the Cambodian genocide that claimed 1. 7 million 
lives. Like the Germans, the Khmer Rouge kept records of their 
prisoners and methods of execution, often in graphic detail.4s 
Documents from the Tuol Sleng prison archives include arrest 
forms, notes on torture sessions, and photographs of tortured 
and executed prisoners. The records are notable for their clear 
documentation of slaughter. A typical document, titled "List of 
4• Grimsted, "Displaced Archives on the Eastern Front," 51. 
42 Donald R. McCoy, The National Archive: America's Ministry of Docu-
ments 1934-1968. (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 
1978), 99. 
43 Posner, "Public Records," 213. 
44 Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of 
EvzZ (New York: Viking Press, 1963). 
45 Dawne Adam, "The Tuol Sleng Archives and the Cambodian Genocide," 
Archivaria 45 (1998): 5-26. 
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Names of Prisoners Who Entered from 17 February 1977 to 17 
April 1977" gives the names of "1,566 prisoners recording their 
gender, position, organizational unit, date of entry, and in a fi-
nal column noting whether the prisoner had been 'smashed'."46 
The Tuol Sleng archives, along with others, have been instru-
mental in understanding the Cambodian genocide and bringing 
former officials to trial.47 
The records of the Tuol Sleng archives make the perpe-
tration of slaughter seem as commonplace as any other bureau-
cratic function. Records such as these offer insight into what 
Hannah Arendt called "the Banality of Evil," the form of relative 
normalcy and structure that mass murder can take.48 The in-
creased bureaucracy of vital documentation noted earlier has 
allowed for greater control of the citizenry, resulting in a changed 
dynamic between the public and government. 49 This increased 
documentation can be seen as part of a "logic of mass death" 
created in the twentieth century that allows for "vast numbers of 
persons [to be] simply marked for annihilation as part of an im-
personal process of destruction." This is what philosopher Edith 
Wyschogrod refers to as the "death event. "50 While many factors 
of industrialization have influenced the "death event," in many 
cases archival material has often enabled or accompanied the 
slaughter. 
RESTITUTION 
Restitution of archives seized in war has been part of 
making peace for centuries. Seventeenth- and eighteenth-cen-
tury European peace treaties commonly called for the return of 
archives within four months after a conflict ceased, and while 
46 George Chigas, "The Trial of the Khmer Rouge: The Role of the Tuol Sleng 
and Santebal Archives," Harvard Asia Quarterly (2000) (online resource) 
<http://www.fas.harvard.edu/-asiactr/haq/200001/0001aoo9.htm> 
(accessed August 30, 2005). 
47 Ibid. 
48 Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem, 253-254. 
49 Thank you to Patricia Galloway for pointing out this connection. 
50 Edith Wyschogrod, Spirit in the Ashes: Hegel, Heidegger, and Man-Made 
Mass Death. (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1985). 
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certainly not all of the looted material was returned, restitution 
was common in many cases. Indeed, in the early nineteenth cen-
tury, the Emperor of Austria was so pleased with how his seized 
archives had been treated by the French that he made a present 
of a gold snuffbox to the French archivist Pierre-Claude-Francois 
Daunou in gratitude.51 
In contrast, the scope of twentieth-century warfare has 
made restitution more difficult than it was in previous centu-
ries. While many items taken during the world wars were re-
turned to their country of origin after peace was made, a certain 
amount of material has been used for political gamesmanship 
and held as part of the spoils of war. Indeed, archives captured 
by the United States, the former Soviet Union, and Western Eu-
ropean countries have been used, and will no doubt continue to 
be used, by governments and politicians as bargaining chips to 
reclaim cultural materials or to affect policy. For example, in 1992 
the U.S. Congress sidelined a planned return of the Smolensk 
Communist Party Archives to Russia, when the Congress made 
repatriation contingent upon the return of Hebrew and Yiddish 
manuscripts seized during World War II and held in the Rus-
sian State Library to the owner's heirs, who now live in the United 
States. 52 Indeed, despite the passage of time, restitution of World 
War II plunder remains contentious. As recently as 1995, the 
Russian Parliament considered a law that would officially make 
Soviet World War II plunder recompense for German plunder 
and not subject to return at any time.53 
Another factor affecting restitution of cultural property 
is the post-war society. At the end of World War II, for example, 
MF A&A officials were involved in the repatriation of cultural 
material looted from European Jews. To this end the Offenbach 
Archival Depot operated in the American Zone of Occupation 
under the direction of archivist Captain Seymour J. Pomrenze, 
processing over three million objects from 1945 to 1952. While 
the majority of the objects were returned to their owners, the 
decimation of European Jewry complicated the restitution pro-
cess of around five hundred thousand items of questionable own-
5• Kecskemeti, "Displaced European Archives,"134. 
52 Grimsted, "Displaced Archives on the Eastern Front," 49. 
53 Ibid., 61. 
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ership. Some American Jewish leaders argued that since "Eu-
rope is no longer, and is very unlikely that it can become again, a 
center of Jewish spiritual and cultural activity" the looted mate-
rials should not be kept in Europe. Acknowledging the claims 
that dispersed communities in Europe still had on their items, it 
was proposed that some items would be returned to the commu-
nities "in proportion to the prospective religious and cultural 
needs of the community and its capacity to retain, to care for, 
and to use them for the religious and cultural purposes for which 
they were intended." A proposed centralized repository for looted 
Jewish material to be located in Copenhagen, Denmark, failed 
to keep the items on the continent, and the material was instead 
relocated to institutions in Israel and the United States, includ-
ing the Library of Congress.s4 
The decision to remove looted material from Europe, 
while practical, was also, no doubt, emotional. Given that mil-
lions of Jews had just been killed in Europe, the sense that the 
materials were unsafe may have been pervasive. But, the reality 
that the main Jewish population centers thereafter would be lo-
cated outside of Europe also influenced the decision. The situa-
tion illustrates complications that can result when the act of res-
titution changes from simply returning materials to their coun-
try of origin to deciding what is best for the material. Even with 
the best of intentions, the decision to remove culturally signifi-
cant items from their countries of origin, because the countries 
are perceived to be unworthy or unable to care for them, are dif-
ficult ones that may become subject to the pressure of politics. 
CONCLUSION 
In war, archives can become battlefields, tools, and tar-
gets. Indeed, their integral role in society means that archives 
reflect the many types of conflict they are involved in or repre-
sent, from the barbaric to the heroic. By plundering the archival 
heritage of a nation or people, warring parties can inflict vicious 
damage and exact revenge, even many years after a conflict has 
ended. The administrative use and exploitation of archives dur-
ing wartime is less emotional and more strategic, but also dam-
54 Robert G. Waite, "Returning Jewish Cultural Property: The Handling of 
Books Looted by the Nazis in the American Zone of Occupation, 1945 to 
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aging to the enemy and useful to the occupier. Finally, the bu-
reaucratic records of modern warfare and genocide can not only 
document a history of war, but also provide a detailed record of 
mass death and evidence a record that itself can be used to help 
prosecute perpetrators of war crimes and document the fate of a 
war's victims. Notwithstanding international recognition and 
conventions dictating the importance of protecting archival and 
cultural heritage during war, combatants in the twenty-first cen-
tury continue to place heritage at risk. It would seem, like war 
itself, that destruction and exploitation of archives will continue 
to take place despite the countless examples of the long-term 
damage such abuse causes. As one Iraqi librarian was quoted 
saying after the looting in Baghdad: "We can buy computers. We 
can make new buildings. But we can't buy a museum, or these 
books, or history."ss 
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